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In Memory of Virginia Hamilton, 1936-2002

In Virginia Hamilt on's mast erful and award-winning novel Sweet Whispers,
Brother Rush, fourt een-year-old Teresa ("Tree") lives in a small
apart ment . Her privat e refuge wit hin t he apart ment  is no bigger t han a
walk-in closet , but  it  o>ers Tree safet y and room in which t o fant asize
about  a di>erent  kind of  life. There, she grows not  only her imaginat ive
side but  also gains insight , t hrough t he ghost  of  her mot her's brot her,
Rush, int o her family's past . However, t he closet  alone is not  enough t o
ensure her full development : Tree also needs a car. Cars f igure as images
of freedom and self-det erminat ion, and most  of  all, of  movement .
Closet  and car: t hese cont rast ing images of  cont ainment  and expansion
provide a challenging, unexpect ed pict ure of  a poor, urban, black
t eenager's st ruggle t o develop a viable sense of  self. Alt hough t he f irst
full-lengt h crit ical t reat ment  of  Sweet Whispers decries it s conclusion as
alienat ing and infant ilizing, Hamilt on's acut e percept ion t hat  growt h
must  happen wit hin t he st ruct ure of  confined spaces, wit hin bot h light
and darkness, st ands.  Hamilt on's imagery blends opposit es int o
surprising synt heses, bearing wit ness t o t he dynamism and resilience of
her prot agonist s.

Sweet Whispers, Brother Rush art iculat es t he great  responsibilit ies and
overwhelming pressures young African-American girls oAen face. Sweet
Teresa Prat t  is funct ionally imprisoned in her apart ment  caring for her
ret arded sevent een-year-old brot her, Dab. Their mot her, Viola Sweet
Rush Prat t  ("M'Vy"), works as a pract ical nurse and, t herefore, lives not
wit h her children but  wit h her pat ient s. Tree is responsible for her
brot her and t he apart ment  while t heir mot her is gone, a responsibilit y in
which she t akes pride, but  one t hat  also weighs upon her. She has no
memory of  t hings being any ot her way: "Tree must  have said t o M'Vy
when she was younger, 'Whyn't  you home?' And probably cried about
t hat . But  she didn't  really remember. She didn't  cry now because she was
used t o t he way t hings were and knew t hey were t he way t hey had t o
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be" (17).

At  t he beginning of  t he book Tree falls in love at  f irst  sight  wit h a
beaut iful young man st anding on t he st reet  corner dressed in a suit
"good enough for a funeral or a wedding" (10). When he appears t o Tree
in t he same post ure st anding t hrough a t able in her privat e refuge, t he
walk-in closet , she realizes he is a ghost . Lat er, she discovers he is t he
ghost  of  her uncle, Brot her Rush, her mot her's favorit e youngest
brot her. Over t he course of  t he narrat ive, Brot her "t akes her out " int o
t he past  t o let  Tree see, feel, and remember her own beginnings (156,
215). The closet  provides a safe space for Tree t o rediscover her lost
ident it y. Meanwhile, in t he present , Dab falls seriously ill and Tree, her
mot her, and her mot her's man-friend, Silversmit h, t ake him t o t he
hospit al where Dab dies and Tree must  imagine a new life wit hout  him.
Crucial in imagining t his new life is reorient ing herself  in a new, more
spacious world t han t he one her apart ment  o>ers; in t his port ion of  t he
book, t he aut omobile becomes an import ant  image of  safet y and
progress as Tree develops new ideas about  her own fut ure.

Set  in Ohio, Sweet Whispers, Brother Rush breaks down what  Henry Louis
Gat es, Jr., has t ermed t he "great  divide" in African-American lit erat ure
bet ween t he rural and t he urban, t he Sout h and t he Nort h, t he
"primit ive" and t he "modern" represent ed by Zora Neale Hurst on's
Florida and Richard Wright 's Chicago respect ively.  The f irst  t radit ion, in
it s adherence t o a separat ist  African-American ident it y o>ering
consolat ion and connect ion, allows for lit t le or no int egrat ion int o t he
mainst ream of American cult ure and economics. The second, while
accurat ely depict ing t he alienat ion of  black urban exist ence, o>ers no
hope. Virginia Hamilt on's border-st at e, Ohio, synt hesizes t his
geographical and ideological divide by combining rural and urban, Sout h
and Nort h; Ohio combines bot h urban indust rialism and rural folk-
root edness...
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